Comparative Analysis of Trust in Online Communities  by Lee, Hyoung-Yong et al.
 Procedia Computer Science  31 ( 2014 )  1140 – 1149 
1877-0509 © 2014 Published by Elsevier B.V. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of ITQM 2014.
doi: 10.1016/j.procs.2014.05.370 
ScienceDirect
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
iInformation Technology and Quantitative Management (ITQM 2014) 
Comparative Analysis of Trust in Online Communities 
Hyoung-Yong Lee, Hyunchul Ahn, Heung Kee Kim, and Jongwon Lee* 
School of Business Administration, Hansung University, leemit@hansung.ac.kr 
School of MIS, Kookmin University, hcahn@kookmin.ac.kr 
Department of Co-op, Hoseo University, okai1122@hoseo.edu 
Abstract 
The utilization of established virtual communities as a source of profit has become crucial for virtual community service 
providers. Thus, the service providers should try to determine what types of users are present in their communities, that is, 
whether the use of the community is utilitarian or hedonic. They would then be able to ascertain what type of trust is to be 
facilitated. When the service providers understand the kind of trust they need to develop to induce members to use the site 
more often, they can manage their respective virtual communities more efficiently. In this context, this paper studies two 
types of trust in virtual communities to differentiate their acceptance processes for usage based on the Technology 
Acceptance Model. The different effects of trust and other variables are investigated based on customer type. The 
relationships among these factors are hypothesized. A structural equation model tests the hypothesized relationships. Our 
study provides an understanding of the kind of trust that virtual community managers need to develop to induce members to 
use their sites more so they can manage the communities more efficiently. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V.  
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1. Introduction 
Virtual communities provide a unique context in which interactions take place among members seeking a 
similar atmosphere. Typically, community members are strangers to one another because interactions and 
communication among virtual community members take place through a technology-mediated interface1 2 3. 
Observable social cues, which serve as important facilitators of interpersonal communication in face-to-face 
settings, are reduced online. This feature changes the way in which information is processed, and subsequently 
influences interpersonal effects4. Additionally, the nature of online interaction, without the cues that face-to-
face contact affords, may require trust for successful interaction and communication5. 
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Consequently, the effect of trust in an online environment has been studied for a long time. However, few 
studies have analyzed trust in the context of virtual communities6. Moreover, previous studies on trust in online 
environments have dealt only with the effects of impersonal trust rather than those of interpersonal trust, even 
though interpersonal trust may by nature be more important in virtual communities7 8. 
In this research, we categorize trust into trust in members and trust in service providers, because some 
activities within virtual communities, such as interactions among members, are influenced by interpersonal 
trust, while others, such as commerce, by impersonal trust. We also categorize customers into a utilitarian 
group and a hedonic group to identify the relationships between two types of trust and intention to use. The 
relationships are empirically tested by using a structural equation model (SEM). 
 
2. Theoretical Background 
2.1. VIRTUAL COMMUNITY 
Virtual communities can be defined as groups of people with common interests and practices that 
communicate for some duration in an organized way over the Internet through a common location or 
mechanism9. A virtual community can also be defined as a group of people who communicate with each other 
via electronic media such as the Internet, who share common interests, and whose geographical location, 
physical interactions, and ethnic origin do not impose any constraints for the formation of the community10. 
People’s perceptions of a virtual community depend on their specific needs and the context in which they visit 
these communities. Some definitions include enjoyment and pleasure, while others strongly associate virtual 
communities with information exchange. 
For an e-Commerce company, the important issue is what draws people to and makes people stay on a 
website so that they purchase goods or use services. For example, the success of America Online proves that 
chatting online to friends, family, and new acquaintances is a promising business. Internet commerce 
entrepreneurs expect that virtual communities will not only encourage people to stay on their sites but will also 
have an important role in marketing as people tell each other about their purchases, discuss banner ads, and 
help and advice each other11. 
2.2. TRUST IN VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES 
Trust is important to virtual communities in which the absence of workable rules creates reliance on the 
socially acceptable behavior of others to be essential for the continuity of the community12. Virtual 
communities are similar to organizational communities, which allow for social interaction among members 
through various Internet tools and exhibit certain community standards and rules based on trust. As research 
has shown, people in communities work better with those they trust and actively avoid contact with those they 
do not. Trust in virtual communities can be understood in the context of interpersonal relationships, that is, trust 
between people5. In a virtual community environment, people interact with each other using public 
communication tools. In the virtual community, one converses with more than one other individual; because 
one is typically posting to a general audience, trust is at the generalized, collective level9. Notions of 
interpersonal trust have been applied to collective entities such as groups13. Repeated interactions with others, 
and the open public replies to and debate of a message may also help trust evolve9. In this article, this kind of 
interpersonal trust is called trust in members. 
However, the analysis of trust in the context of virtual communities should consider impersonal 
relationships as well, because in computer-mediated environments such as electronic markets, personal trust is 
a rather limited mechanism toward reducing uncertainty14. Service providers have to be considered worthy of 
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trust. This impersonal form of trust primarily helps to reduce system-dependent uncertainty. In the Internet 
environment, the belief that the vendor (the service provider) can be trusted is also significant because of the 
absence of the any practical guarantee that the service providers will not engage in undesirable opportunistic 
behaviors such as violations of privacy, conveyance of inaccurate information, and unauthorized tracking of 
transactions. The same logic applies to the virtual community. Users need to trust the service providers, 
assuming that they will behave in an ethical and socially acceptable manner. In this article, trust related to the 
vendor is called trust in service providers. 
Trust is the product of many beliefs about the trusted party. Research has shown three primary dimensions 
of trust: ability, benevolence, and integrity. Ability refers to skills or competencies that enable an individual to 
have influence in a certain area. Benevolence is the expectation that others will have a positive orientation 
toward or a desire to do good for the trustee. Integrity is the expectation that another person will act in 
accordance with socially accepted standards of honesty or a set of principles that the one who trusts accepts, 
such as not telling a lie and providing reasonably verified information9. 
2.3. TECHNOLOGY ACCEPTANCE MODEL (TAM) 
The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is an adaptation of the theory of reasoned action (TRA) model 
specifically tailored to modeling the user acceptance of information systems (IS). The goal of the TAM is to 
provide a general explanation of the determinants of computer acceptance that is capable of explaining user 
behavior across a broad range of end-user computing technologies and user populations while at the same time 
being both parsimonious and theoretically justified15. 
A virtual community is, in essence, a type of information technology (IT). As such, online usage intentions 
should be explained in part by TAM. Perceived usefulness is defined as the prospective user’s subjective 
probability that using a specific IS will increase his or her job performance within an organizational context. 
Perceived ease of use refers to the degree to which the prospective user expects the target IS to be free of effort. 
The relationship between perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use and their impact on an individual’s 
intention to use were studied within a virtual community field in this study7. 
 
2.4. PLAYFULNESS AND VALUE 
Much of the research into user acceptance of technology refers to Davis, who first proposed the TAM to 
predict user acceptance of technology. Since then, researchers have criticized its extrinsic focus. Malone16 
stated that intrinsic motivation factors might also contribute to user acceptance of technologies, and Moon and 
Kim17 proposed an intrinsic factor, “perceived playfulness,” which can be generally defined as a situational 
characteristic of the interaction between an individual and the situation as a new factor to affect a user’s 
intention. 
Value is the subject’s evaluation after his or her interaction experience with things or events, and it is a key 
outcome variable in a general model of consumption experiences18. Most researchers divide customer values 
into two different categories: utilitarian and hedonic18 19 20.  
Utilitarian values involve the conscious pursuit of an intended consequence18. They are primarily 
instrumental, functional, and cognitive and represent customer value as the means to an end19. Conversely, 
hedonic values are outcomes related to spontaneous responses that are more subjective and personal18. Hedonic 
values, such as entertainment, exploration, and self-expression19 21, are derived more from fun and enjoyment 
than from task completion and are non-instrumental, experiential, and effective 20. 
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3. Research Model 
Using the TAM, a set of hypotheses was generated to test the relationships between constructs in the 
research model. There is an obvious relationship between trust and information exchange. If trust among 
members in the virtual community increases, information exchange between members in the virtual community 
will also increase. It is expected that increased trust in members would increase the activity of giving and 
getting information between members, because the value of such information depends on the honesty of the 
person providing it and their willingness to help. Thus, it is hypothesized that when participants trust other 
members, they will be more inclined to give and get information. In this model, the intention to use means the 
intention to give information to and get information from members in virtual communities. Utilitarian identities 
are governed by values of economic rationality, the maximization of profit, and the minimization of cost, which 
means the reciprocity of information, support, and services among members. In such communities, members 
want to engage in sharing information with others in order to solve problems. Decisions on adoption of 
utilitarian group technology have typically been characterized by a strong productivity orientation. In virtual 
communities, utilitarian groups that are characterized by economic rationality, maximization of profits, and 
self-interest are more interested in exchanging information. In this context, a utilitarian outcome is defined as 
the extent to which using virtual communities enhances the effectiveness of their activities. Further, a utilitarian 
identity builds trust between members who provide information in virtual communities. When the members of 
the virtual community are oriented to exchange information, they are more sensitive to the effect of trust in 
members than that of trust in service providers, because reciprocity of information, support, and services 
among members are important values for utilitarian groups. 
 
H1: The impact of trust in members on the intention to use is stronger than that of trust in service providers 
for users who have utilitarian values. 
 
Hedonic groups are oriented to express group members’ actual or ideal self-image, role position, or feelings 
toward each other. Members want to engage in repeated, active participation; often, intense interactions, strong 
emotional ties, and shared activities such as chatting with avatars occur among participants. Hedonic values are 
outcomes related to entertainment and enjoyment, which are more fun than tasks. The entertainment potential 
of virtual communities is expected to have a strong influence on the adoption decision. We expect virtual 
community adoption to be influenced by hedonic outcomes. Consumer behavior research describes hedonic 
outcomes as the pleasure derived from the consumption or use of a product.  
Hedonic groups are also influenced by trust in the virtual community environment. In this virtual 
community environment, members usually enjoy chatting or playing online games with other members. The 
members consider the reliability of the virtual community service providers, because they offer a chatting 
interface or online environment to these members. When members of a virtual community are oriented more 
toward entertainment, enjoyment, and having fun than toward the completion of work or tasks, they are more 
sensitive to the effect of trust in service providers than that of trust in members. 
 
H2: The impact of trust in service providers on the intention to purchase is stronger than that of trust in 
members the users who have hedonic values. 
 
On one hand, trust should also increase certain aspects of the perceived usefulness of virtual communities. 
The usefulness of a virtual community, a kind of website, depends on both the effectiveness of its relevant 
technological properties and the extent of the human service behind the IT; the latter makes the non-
technological aspects of the IT effective22. Users are able to complete tasks (e.g., search for information) 
successfully in virtual communities through information providers that can be trusted. Trust establishes the 
credibility of the service provider to provide what has been promised. Moreover, trust in service providers 
builds perceived usefulness by establishing the measure of a subjective guarantee, which the virtual community 
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service provider can make good on its side of the deal. The vendors who cannot be trusted may have decreasing 
usefulness. If users gain the expected benefits from the service providers through the virtual community, 
perceived usefulness will be increased. 
 
H3: Trust in service providers positively affects perceived usefulness. 
 
As shown in literature, it is hypothesized that the paths predicted by the TAM also apply to the virtual 
community environment7 22. The more useful and easier it becomes to use a virtual community to accomplish 
tasks, the more it will be used22. In accordance with the original TAM and previous TAM studies, the following 
hypotheses assume that the relationships found in other TAM studies apply to virtual communities, as they are 
assumed to apply to many other types of IS. 
 
H4: Perceived usefulness positively affects intention to use. 
H5: Perceived ease of use positively affects perceived usefulness 
 
Research has also investigated the relation between perceived ease of use and perceived playfulness. Moon 
and Kim17 examined the impact of perceived playfulness on intention to use. Further, research has found that 
attitudinal outcomes, such as positive affect, pleasure, and satisfaction, result from a playful experience. 
 
H6: Perceived ease of use positively affects perceived playfulness. 
H7: Perceived playfulness positively affects intention to use. 
 
Moreover, if users gain the expected benefits from the information provided by virtual community members 
through the virtual community, perceived usefulness will be increased. Then, perceived usefulness has positive 
influence on trust in members. A trusting relationship is itself a benefit of interaction with the virtual 
community’s members. 
 
H8: Perceived usefulness positively affects trust in members 
4. Research Methodology 
The data for this paper were collected via an online survey. We carried out the survey on Cyworld, a popular 
virtual community service provider in Korea. Cyworld, similar to GeoCities and MySpace, provides free 
community services, and thus, about 800,000 virtual communities are operated on Cyworld. In total, 2,042 
cases were gathered over about one week, but there were some missing values in the sample and there were 
some inappropriate cases. Thus, only 1,899 cases were finally analyzed. There were 859 cases in the utilitarian 
group and 1,040 cases in the hedonic group. 
Seventy-eight percent of the respondents were female, and 22 percent were male. Almost all respondents 
were in their 20s or 30s. The respondents had a variety of academic backgrounds. About 76 percent of the 
respondents had been part of a virtual community for more than one year, and 98 percent of the respondents 
had experience using the Internet for more than one year.  
This study uses an SEM to examine the effects of trust and TAM on intentions in a virtual community. The 
unit of analysis in this study is an individual user of a virtual community. The population we are interested in is 
the set of individuals who are experienced with virtual communities. Scientific research method was used to 
develop reliable and valid measurements for the theoretical constructs of the research model. The measurement 
items were developed based on the related literature. The multi-item method was used to develop the items. 
Each item was measured based on a 7-point Likert-type and semantic differential scale from “strongly agree” to 
“strongly disagree.” When possible, measurement items that had already been used and validated by other 
researchers were adopted 9 3 22. 
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The questionnaire contained the standard TAM scales of perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use 
adapted from Davis’s scales15. Intention to use a virtual community was assessed using four items23 24 25. Six 
items were used to measure each of perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. Nine items were used to 
measure perceived playfulness17. The items used in this paper were adapted from prior research with 
appropriate modification to make them specifically relevant to the virtual community environment. Trust in 
members is considered as a belief with two dimensions—ability and benevolence/integrity—and is adopted 
from Ridings et al.9. Trust in service providers is considered as a belief with three dimensions—ability, 
benevolence, and integrity—and is adopted from Gefen et al.22 and Jarvenpaa et al.13. 
 
5. Analysis of Results 
For the initial measurement assessment, we followed the instrument validation process suggested by Straub 
26. He argued that researchers who use confirmatory research findings first need to demonstrate that the 
developed instruments measure what they are supposed to be measure. Therefore, reliability of internal 
consistency was tested first, followed by convergent validity. Detailed descriptive statistics about the internal 
reliability and convergent validity are shown in Table 1. 
Internal consistency reliability refers to the stability of individual measurement items across replications 
from the same source of information25. Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the reliability of the items in each 
category; items with Cronbach’s alpha less than the threshold of 0.70 were eliminated. The alpha values of 
selected items range from 0.906 to 0.947. Hair et al.26 suggested that the lowest limit for Cronbach’s alpha 
should be 0.70, although Straub25 suggested 0.80 as the limit. All constructs in the research model demonstrated 
acceptable reliability. 
Construct validity indicates whether the measures chosen are true constructs describing the event. Here, 
Straub’s25 processes of validating instruments in management information systems (MIS) research were applied 
to test construct validity in terms of convergent validity. Principal component analysis with varimax rotations 
was used to assess the construct validity of the items. The contemporary approach uses the SEM technique and 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The contemporary approach affords certain advantages in validity 
assessment over the classical approach 27. Thus, we applied the contemporary approach.  
Unidimensional validity was assessed by examining standardized residual variance based on Gerbing and 
Anderson28. There were two standardized residuals above the 2.58 threshold. PU1 and PU6 were eliminated, 
and all the remaining measurement items stayed within the recommended levels28. Discriminant validity can be 
evaluated by comparing the squared correlation between two constructs with their respective variance extracted 
measure. Discriminant validity is demonstrated if the variance extracted measures of both constructs are greater 
than the squared correlation29. The variance-extracted measures of each construct are diagonal. This shows that 
all squared correlations between the two constructs are less than the variance-extracted measures of both 
constructs. Discriminant validity is therefore demonstrated. 
Fit measures of the model for intention to use in the utilitarian group indicated an acceptable fit. The GFI at 
0.958, AGFI at 0.9410, NFI at 0.969, TLI at 0.975, CFI at 0.981, RMR at 0.044, and RMSEA at 0.043 were 
within the accepted thresholds for CFA. There are some disagreements in the literature about the cutoff value of 
RMR. However, the value of RMR in this model was satisfactory. The Ȥ2 of 384.617 with 149 degrees of 
freedom showed a Ȥ2-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio of less than the recommended 1:322 23 28.  
Table 1. Statistics about internal reliability and convergent validity 
Construct Item Cronbach Į Factor Loading 
Composite 
Reliability 
Variance 
Extracted 
Trust in 
service 
providers 
TS1 
0.919 
0.704 
0.821 0.606 TS2 0.762 
TS3 0.736 
TS5 0.666 
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TS6 0.816 
TS7 0.775 
TS8 0.800 
TS9 0.769 
TS10 0.646 
TS11 0.643 
TS12 0.625 
Trust in 
members 
TM1 
0.947 
0.813 
0.819 0.694 
TM2 0.863 
TM3 0.880 
TM4 0.863 
TM5 0.808 
TM6 0.812 
TB1 0.733 
TB2 0.654 
TB3 0.665 
TB4 0.717 
TB5 0.712 
TB6 0.680 
Perceived 
usefulness 
PU1 
0.925 
0.767 
0.881 0.649 
PU2 0.833 
PU3 0.851 
PU4 0.836 
PU5 0.857 
PU6 0.778 
Perceived 
ease of use 
EU1 
0.912 
0.777 
0.875 0.584 
EU2 0.800 
EU3 0.834 
EU5 0.816 
EU6 0.882 
Perceived 
playfulness 
PP1 
0.926 
0.760 
0.847 0.626 
PP2 0.802 
PP3 0.789 
PP4 0.751 
PP5 0.746 
PP6 0.756 
PP7 0.801 
PP8 0.806 
PP9 0.784 
Intention 
to use 
IN1 
0.906 
0.839 
0.897 0.685 
IN2 0.788 
IN3 0.844 
IN4 0.842 
 
 
The fit measures of the model for intention to use in the hedonic group also indicated an acceptable fit. The 
GFI at 0.962, AGFI at 0.946, NFI at 0.971, TLI at 0.976, CFI at 0.981, RMR at 0.034, and RMSEA at 0.042 
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were also within the accepted thresholds for CFA. The Ȥ2 of 408.100 with 146 degrees of freedom showed a Ȥ2-
to-degrees-of-freedom ratio of less than the recommended 1:3. 
Our research model was to extend the TAM by adding two types of trust for the virtual community 
environment from the perspective of intention to use. By building an extended model of the TAM and 
examining the relationships between trust and the existing TAM variables, we aimed to explain a user’s 
intention to use a virtual community. Thus, we applied the SEM to test our model. AMOS, the software 
package for the SEM, was used to test the hypotheses. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the estimated coefficients and 
their significance. 
 
 
Fig. 1. Results of the model for utilitarian group 
 
 
Fig. 2. Results of the model for hedonic group 
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Hypotheses 1 and 2 examined the impact of trust in members on intention to use in utilitarian and hedonic 
groups. Trust in members had a significant impact on intention to use in the model for intention to use in the 
utilitarian group (ȕ = 0.612, p < 0.01). Trust in service providers had a significant impact on intention to use in 
the model for intention to use in the hedonic group (ȕ = 0.264, p < 0.01). Trust in service providers had a 
significant impact on perceived usefulness in the model for intention to use in the utilitarian group (ȕ = 0.578, p 
< 0.01) and the model for intention to use in the hedonic group (ȕ = 0.309, p < 0.01). In the model for intention 
to use in the utilitarian group, the impact of trust in members (ȕ = 0.612) was greater than that of trust in 
service providers (ȕ = 0.003). In addition, the impact of trust in service providers (ȕ = 0.264) was smaller than 
that of trust in members (ȕ = 0.465) in the model for intention to use in the hedonic group. As a result, 
hypotheses 1 and 2 are accepted. 
The impact of perceived ease of use on perceived usefulness was also significant in the model for intention 
to use in the utilitarian group (ȕ = 0.228, p < 0.01) and the model for intention to use in the hedonic group (ȕ = 
0.307, p < 0.01). The impact of perceived ease of use on perceived playfulness was also significant in the 
model for intention to use in the utilitarian group (ȕ = 0.370, p < 0.01) and the model for intention to use in the 
hedonic group (ȕ = 0.417, p < 0.01). The impact of perceived usefulness on intention to use was significant in 
the model for intention to use in the utilitarian group (ȕ = 0156, p < 0.01). The impact of perceived usefulness 
on intention to use was also significant in the model for intention to use in the hedonic group (ȕ = 0.162, p < 
0.05). Therefore, the rest of the hypotheses are also accepted. 
The results show that the effect of trust in members on intention to use is stronger than that of trust in 
service providers in the utilitarian group. In addition, the effect of trust in service providers on intention to use 
in the hedonic group is stronger than that in the utilitarian group. 
6. Conclusions 
Despite the growing interest in virtual communities and their ability to influence members’ knowledge and 
behavior, systematic research into this issue is lacking. Therefore, this paper has taken a broad and exploratory 
perspective addressing various aspects of virtual community participation and its effect on consumer decision 
making.  
In the context of virtual communities, influence among group members takes place via online interaction. 
We systematically examined the determinants and the effects of virtual community influence on customer 
decision making. Dholakia et al.30 found that people have different reasons for participating in small groups and 
network-based communities. Cyworld is based on an integrated Internet platform that combines functionalities 
of both types of communities. This means that members may combine a social benefit motivation with an 
informational and instrumental value motivation to participate. It is interesting to examine the subsequent effect 
on the level of community influence on customer decision making. We distinguish members based on how they 
use the community. Thus, we can compare levels of community influence between member types—utilitarian 
and hedonic—that use these functionalities to different extents.  
This paper proposed a theoretical model to explain user acceptance for usage in virtual communities. In the 
model, we investigated the impact of different types of trust on the intention to use in the virtual community 
environment. The model extended the TAM, which is one of the models most widely used for explaining user 
acceptance of various IS. 
This paper has some limitations. First, a sample was gathered from only one service provider, which is the 
most popular in Korea. Although the company includes various kinds of virtual communities, there may be a 
possibility of bias. Therefore, it would be appropriate to get samples from other service providers in future 
research. Second, future studies could use the level of customer identification. Third, the research model did 
not consider other beliefs and antecedents of trust. Addressing these constructs that mediate or affect the model 
may enhance the rigorousness of future research. 
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